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By Sergeant First Class Kenneth H. Lambert

primary axis of advance as anticipated. A quick recheck of

the target list and map confirms that target AK2005, in-
deed, will be the primary means of attack on what promises to be
the lead combat reconnaissance patrol as it enters the northern
mouth of the valley below.

Awhispered call comes over the radio from Stalker 03, a member
of the forward scout team in a hide position, confirming an enemy
1/3 (one T-80 tank and 3 BMPs) moving forward down the dry river
bed. Given the lay of the land, it’s obvious the enemy is trying to
gain entry into the task force’s forward security zone.

The call to the battalion fire support element (FSE) requests, “Fire
target AK2005, special instructions, ‘At My Command’”; the call
back relays, “Ready, AK2005.”

At the established trigger, the command, “‘Cancel At My Com-
mand’; fire target AK2005" will be relayed as soon as the enemy
crests the inter-visibility (IV) line at 34 Northing. Suddenly the lead
BMP is confirmed visually. The trigger command is given and
immediately “Shot target AK2005” reports rounds on the way. The
announcement of “Splash target AK2005” signals the initial volley
of the battalion-six rounds of dual-purpose improved conventional
munition (DPICM) is coming down onto the intercept point.

At 0500, Stalker 04 begins to pick.up vehicle noises from the
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This scenario briefly describes the
proper execution of triggers. It illus-
trates both the signal to ensurethe guns
are ready to fire (tactical trigger) and
the signal to fire the target (technical
trigger). Unfortunately, too many task
force FSEs in rotations at the National
Training Center (NTC), FortIrwin, Cali-
fornia, can't execute tactical and tech-
nical triggers.

The Tactical Trigger. Thefirst ele-
ment of an effectivetrigger isfor some-
thing to happen tactically to get the
firing unit ready to fire. There must be
an identified, preordained event that
setsthe conditionsfor the technical ex-
ecution of fires. Without asignal to get
the firing unit ready, the technical trig-
ger (the execution of thefires) will fail,
leading to untimely fires and, poten-
tialy, friendly casualties. Thiscue, this
tactical trigger, must mirror the concept
of fires.

One of the most important aspects of
implementing the tactical trigger isthe
need to incorporate additional assets—
not just the shooter assigned to execute
the target. This means observation in
depth to hand off the target being en-
gaged to the next element observing or
to the shooter of thetarget. Thisneedis
due to the speed and depth of the mod-
ern battlefield coupled with the inabil-
ity of theobserver to seefar enoughinto
the battlespace to determine the rel-
evance of a particular target.

A scout or combat observation lasing
team (COLT) employed at a named
area of interest (NAI) or target area of
interest (TAI) is vital in determining
which avenue of approach theenemy is
taking or in initiating preparatory fires
or smoke when conducting offensive
operations. This determination of the
enemy’ s approach requires close coor-
dination betweenthevariousbattlefield
operating systems (BOS) of thebrigade
combat team (BCT) or battalion task
force. Only with acombined armscom-
mitment to identify and execute this
tactical portion of afiremissionwill the
observer be able to focus and execute
timely, accurate fires for maneuver.

Another important aspect of thetacti-
cal trigger is understanding battle rhy-
thmin terms of the pace of aparticular
operation. Thisis, for example, know-
ing how longaparticular company team
will take to bound five kilometers into
its support-by-fire position. Gaining
such knowledge takes many hours of
training—from the company fire sup-
port team’ s(FIST’ s) executing thetrig-
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gersto the battalion FSE’s monitoring
the fire mission progression and per-
forming its battle tracking drill.

Of course, the breaching operation is
till one of the “hardest nuts to crack”
due, inlargepart, totiming the suppres-
sion and obscuration fires to coincide
with the attempt made to reduce the
obstacle by the breach team. Force pro-
tectionmeasures, intermsof radar zones,
also must be closely monitored and
timed. Theseareall critical eventssetin
motion by the identification of the tac-
tical trigger as it relates to events un-
folding on the battlefield.

The Technical Trigger. When does
the unit fire? The answer liesin taking
acloser look at technical calculations.
By applying battlefield cal culus—time-
of-flight, transmission time, a reason-
able estimation of the enemy’s rate of
travel, mission processing timeand gun
linereactiontime—the FSO determines
when and where to set the technical
trigger. Identifying both triggersis“the
trick.”

In setting the technical trigger, the
FSO definestheintercept point. Thisis
the point where the rounds meet the
enemy. Unfortunately, the rounds tend
tofall everywherebut theintercept point,
often due to the FSO’ sfailing to incor-
porate battlefield calculus.

The identified intercept point based
on the enemy’ s rate-of-travel is key to
the equation. Time is of the essence;
each second equates to a segment of
ground traveled by the enemy. For in-
stance, given a speed of seven meters
per second, six seconds of transmission
time, a 45-second processing time (as-
suming this is a pre-planned priority
target) and a 33-second time-of-flight,
the technical trigger must be a mini-
mum of 588 meters out from the in-
tended intercept point.

Variables come into play, such as
whether or not thefiring unit has had to
move sincethelast timefiring datawas
computed for a particular location or
whether or not the established intercept
point is a pre-planned target or atarget
of opportunity. Given the range to the
intercept point as well as the two vari-
ables mentioned, the timeliness of the
tactical trigger ensures the viability of
the technical trigger. The FSO must
compute the data quickly and accu-
rately to implement the technical trig-
ger.

Triggers in Offensive Operations.
When considering tactical and techni-
cal triggers and how they relate to of-
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fensive operations, the FSO must un-
derstand the battle rhythm of an opera-
tion. If smoke and suppressive fires of
suspected observation posts (OPs) are
reguired before the lead company team
crossestheline of departure (LD), then
the tactical trigger involves verifying
that units are “ready” to fire on the
appropriatetargetsasthecompany team
approachesthe LD. The technical trig-
ger would be based on either the battal -
ion FSE’ sor company FIST’ sverifying
the time-of-flight with the firing unit
fire direction center (FDC) and factor-
ing in the smoke build-up time.

Suppressive fires involve the same
types of considerations: time-of-flight,
taking into account the attack criteria
(destroy, neutralize or suppress) on the
suspected OP and assets/volleys alo-
cated. Theimplementation of thesetech-
nical triggers necessitates close coordi-
nation with maneuver during the plan-
ning phase as well as demonstration of
tactical patience during the execution
phase.

Tactical and technical triggersduring
offensive operations involve more in-
tangibles and require more flexibility.
Fortunately, there is some tangible in-
formation available to alleviate much
of the guesswork. Simply trying to ex-
ecute fires on the move as an after-
thought will prioritize the request for
firesasjust that—an afterthought. Seri-
ous consideration for a trigger as op-
posed to “As Acquired” will help keep
the friendly lead company team from
being the one that “is acquired.”

Thereisnomagicfix. Moreoftenthan
not, units get wrapped up in whether or
not their “trigger kits” are up to snuff
and what should be done about the lack
of charcoal and apot to burnitin.

In the old days, an observer had to be
intimately familiar with histarget area
of surveillance. Given today’s prolif-
eration of laser and self-location de-
vices, thelimitsof thesurveillance area
have greatly increased. When time is
constrained, the observer can refine a
target and trigger as long as he has a
good visual of the area from his OP.

Ideally, theobserver will walk or drive
the engagement. He should reconnoiter
the target area during optimum condi-
tions to ensure he'll be totally familiar
with and properly oriented on the area
during hours of limited visibility. He
should pay close attention to direction
and vertical angle readings of specific
target and trigger locations as well as
the locations of maneuver troops.

Developing visibility diagramsalong
with acareful map reconnai ssance will
help validate the trigger and intercept
pointsontheground. Thebottomlineis
the FA has more than enough equip-
ment and techniquesto precludetheuse
of the proverbia “burning bush” indi-
cator on the battlefield. Tactical and
technical triggers should be tactically
and technically viable.

Planning and executing offensiveand
defensivetriggersentail considerations
peculiar to each. Implementationinthe
defense can be easier, considering the
variables and computations involved.
In the offense, observers need a more
intimate knowledge of the supported
maneuver force to integrate triggers
into the overall scheme of maneuver.

Units must do away with the practice
of “rubber stamping” the calculations
used to incorporate and devise techni-
cal triggers. Execution matrixes that
list “As acquired” as the trigger indi-
cate a “hand wave’ approach to the
timely execution of a target. The im-
proper use of priority-of-fires delega-
tionalsoindicatesalack of understand-
ing of how to implement the maneuver
commander’sintent for fires.

Without amethodical, logical succes-
sion of priority in the fire plan that
mirrors the maneuver phases, there is
no reasonto executetriggers. If aunit has
no fires, what good do well-executed
tactical and technical triggers do?

Our units must deliver fires to the
deadly accuracy and timeliness required
and expected of America sFHed Attillery.
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